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Studying Reflecting On Becoming: Some Philosophical Reference Points 
(Developmental paper) 
Abstract 
We developed a systemic process framework for reflecting on becoming that we currently 
employ to study graduate students¶ reflecting on becoming. We describe the process of 
reflecting on becoming as a systemic process of continuous self-making and discuss some 
philosophical reference points by building on process philosophy. We conclude that, in order 
to achieve understanding in a study following process philosophy, researchers need to liberate 
themselves from the predominantly normative and positivist approaches and embrace the 
notion of research indirection so as to immerse themselves in the phenomena unfolding 
around them, attending to their sensual as well as mental experiences.   
Background 
In the real world of business, poor choices could be costly from losing clients to ruining a 
UHSXWDWLRQ)RUWKLVUHDVRQUHIOHFWLRQRQZKDWZRUNHGZHOODQGZKDWGLGQ¶WDQGZK\LV
crucial to practitioners. However, quick decisions often replace more time-consuming 
reflection  even though it is reflection which is truly needed to gain genuine understanding 
and adopt more sophisticated self-monitoring behaviours to respond to uncertain and complex 
circumstances (Densten & Gray, 2001) in a short, often immediate, time frame. Yet, the 
workplace tends to offer little space or time for reflection (Gray, 2007; Yanow & Tsoukas, 
2009) which exacerbates the dichotomy of need for reflection versus time to do so. The same 
holds true for management education, in general, and hospitality management education, in 
particular. Whilst in hospitality management schools, the trend goes towards projects with 
real world application (e.g. student business projects and internships), reflection on what it all 
means on a larger scale has not yet been adequately explored.  
In an earlier piece (insert self-reference), we developed a systemic process framework for 
reflecting on becoming. By means of this framework, students can reflect on who they are 
becoming and how this will affect their interpretation of past experiences (i.e. reflection-on-
action), their actions in the present (i.e. reflection-in-action), and their future 
activities/engagements (i.e. reflection-(be)for(e)-action), suggesting that the combination of 
theoretical knowledge (savoir), knowing how to do tasks (savoir-faire), and knowing how to 
be (savoir-être) is the ideal combination for students to reflect on their becoming (Stierand & 
Zizka, 2015). The aim of this study is to better understand international graduate students¶
process of becoming.  
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Figure 1: Systemic Process Framework for Reflecting on Becoming 
 
We focus on students enrolled in a full-time Executive MBA in Hospitality Administration, 
who are either hospitality professionals or career switchers. In order to conserve a written 
record of their critical reflections in becoming, we have decided to collect three different 
types of qualitative data through the use of three different types of methods: (1) in-depth 
LQWHUYLHZVWKDWFDQKHOSXVWRXQGHUVWDQGEHFRPLQJIURPWKHVWXGHQW¶VSHUVSHFWLYHDQGPD\
reveal insights LQWRWKHKRZDQGZK\RIWKHVWXGHQW¶V perspective (see King, 2006); (2) 
reflective diaries that may provide us access to the VWXGHQWV¶ ongoing everyday behaviours in 
becoming (see Symon, 2006); and (3) a set of visual methods (e.g. drawing, creating collages, 
mind-mapping, and displayed image associations) that can help us, in co-creation with the 
students, to elicit their emotional responses about the process of becoming (see Buchanan & 
Bryman, 2009; Margolis & Pauwels, 2011; Robson, 2016; Vince & Warren, 2012).  
To this end, we have conducted eleven in-depth interviews of approximately one hour in 
length each WKDWVRIDUKDYHSURYLGHGWKLFNGHVFULSWLRQVRIWKHVWXGHQWV¶interpretation of 
their changing savoir, savoir-faire, and savoir-être over time. In order to better understand 
such processes of becoming and their unfolding over time, we adopt process philosophy. 
Based on the belief that processes are actually primary WRQRWRQO\SHRSOH¶VEHFRPLQJEXWOLIH
at large, entities are seen as transient, ephemeral, and emergent, always changing over time. 
Entities and structures, regarded as the effects of processes, can sometimes appear stable, but 
in the sense of a µstanding wave¶(see Rescher, 2000, p. 13), rather than a solid rock. Thus, 
DFFRUGLQJWRSURFHVVSKLORVRSK\³Ueality is deemed to be continuously in flux´ (Chia, 1995, 
p. 579), an ontology which poses methodological problems, especially for PhD students who 
are often asked to defend their methodological choices against well-documented and µPRUH
WUDGLWLRQDO¶studies. The aim of this paper is to provide a first attempt towards a philosophical 
reference point for researchers interested in conducting empirical process research in 
management and organization studies.  
Process vs Substance Philosophy 
,QWRGD\¶VPDQDJHPHQWUHVHDUFKWKHµSURFHVVWXUQ¶FDQEHWUDFHGEDFNWR.DUO:HLFN¶V(1979) 
call to think in terms of organising rather than organisations (Tsoukas & Chia, 2011). At the 
deepest level, process philosophy is anti-positivist. It is sometimes associated with 
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postmodernismEXWQRWLQWHUPVRI³a cynical or nihilistic tendency in contemporary thought 
but as a subtle and complex attempt at reworking the metaphysical bases of modern 
NQRZOHGJH´ (Chia, 2003, p. 114). Although this characteristic is not necessarily supported by 
all so-called postmodernists (Chia & Morgan, 1996), its anti-positivist nature makes it 
relevant for consideration by other philosophical stances which oppose positivism, such as 
variants of critical realist and interpretivist approaches. 
Like so often in philosophy, the view under consideration is best understood by working out 
what it opposes. The difference between process and substance philosophy is primarily on the 
ontological level. Substance philosophy relies on a strong µontology of being¶ and is 
FKDUDFWHULVHGE\WKH³XQFULWLFDOXVHRIFRPPRQRUJDQL]DWLRQDOWHUPVVXFKDVµRUJDQL]DWLRQV¶
µLQGLYLGXDOV¶µHQYLURQPHQW¶µVWUXFWXUH¶DQGµFXOWXUH¶HWF´(Chia, 1995, p. 579).  These 
WHUPVVLJQLI\EHOLHILQWKHH[LVWHQFHRIHQWLWLHVVRFLDORURWKHUZLVHWKDWµDUH¶FKDUDFWHULVHG
E\³GLVFUHWHSKHQRPHQDOµVWDWHV¶VWDWLFµDWWULEXWHV¶DQGVHTXHQWLDOµHYHQWV¶´(ibid). 
Consequently, management and organizational scholarship rooted in the substance view will 
focus on analysing structures, cultures, gender, ethics, etc. 
In contrast, according to process philosophy, UHDOLW\FRPSULVHV³HPHUJHQWUHODWLRQDO
interactions and patternings that are recursively intimated in the fluxing and transforming of 
our life-ZRUOGV´(Chia, 1995, pp. 581-582).  Therefore, process researchers attempt to analyse 
³WKHP\ULDGRIKHWHURJHQHRXV\HWLQWHUORFNLQJRUJDQL]LQJPLFUR-practices which collectively 
JHQHUDWHHIIHFWVVXFKDVLQGLYLGXDOVRUJDQL]DWLRQVDQGVRFLHW\´(Chia, 1995, p. 582). Process 
philosophy UHOLHVRQDVWURQJµRQWRORJ\RIEHFRPLQJ¶ that is based on the belief that processes 
are primary, and, consequently, entities are transient, ephemeral, and emergent, and always 
changing over time.  
Instead of choosing between substance and the process philosophy in the sense of one being 
right and the other wrong, it is possible to regard them as complementary viewpoints which  
can only be articulated with reference to one another (see logic of identity vs. logic of 
supplementarity in Derrida, 1967/1997). Prigogine (2004), for example, argues for a science 
that includes both being and becoming in its formulation of the laws of nature and even goes 
beyond these, suggesting that ³ZHFDQQRWKDYHEHFRPLQJZLWKRXWEHLQJMXVWDVZHFDQQRW
KDYHOLJKWZLWKRXWGDUNQHVVRUPXVLFZLWKRXWVLOHQFH´ (ibid., p. 10)7KLVµJRLQJEH\RQG¶FDQ
be achieved by embracing chaos as a fundamental concept of reality. Chaos brings instability 
to the being aspect; instead of infinitely valid permanent laws of nature, we need to think in 
terms of probabilistic laws and have to learn how to cope with a spectrum of possibilities 
which suggests limited (numerous, but not infinite) possible alternatives of becoming that 
depend on our image of the future. Researchers must therefore be permitted to liberate 
themselves from the predominantly normative and positivist approaches of studying 
management and organizations (see Symon & Cassell, 2006), and to focus instead on 
managing and organizing, aiming to unearth the emerging nature of these practices that 
becomes amidst structure and chaos (see Clegg, Kornberger, & Rhodes, 2005). 
The oldest recorded version of process philosophy dates back to the Vedic tradition (1500-500 
BC). The Vedas believe in the Prana, the life force which, not unlike the Chinese Chi or the 
Western Vis Vitalis, is what brings things into existence and keeps them in a constant state of 
becoming.  Yet, perhaps the most consistent form of process philosophy can be found in the 
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Taoism of Ancient China (dating back at least to the fourth century BC).  The Tao itself is a 
SURFHVVDµSDWK¶WRWKHZD\RIEHFRPLQJ7KH7DRLVDOVRKROLVWLFDQGDFWLYHZKLFKLVLQ
sharp contrast with the atomistic and largely passive view of dominant Western thought. 
Thus, process philosophy is primarily associated with Eastern thinking, but  also exists in the 
Western tradition. In Ancient Greece, for example, Heraclitus of Ephesus (c. 535-475 BC), 
the Weeping Philosopher, proclaimed that, besides the unity of opposites, paradoxes, and the 
stress on the needless unconsciousness of humankind, change is actually the essence of the 
universe.  He called this the Panta Rhei (everything flows) principle, expressing that no man 
ever steps in the same river twice. Heraclitus contemplated fire to be the primordial element 
from which everything else originated. For him, fire acquires a permanent quality. This 
permanence, however, is that of perpetual change, of process rather than substance (Russell, 
1945, p. 46). In fact, for Heraclitus, fire was the metaphoric representation of perpetual 
change, not only as it is made of flames that are individually  ephemeral, but because it also 
changes one substance to another one. It is obvious, therefore, from Heraclitus¶ZULWLQJVWKDW
he viewed process as  more fundamental than substance. Thus, Plato (quoted by Russell, 
1945, p. 45) explicitly ascribed a becoming ontology to Heraclitus, saying that Heraclitus 
EHOLHYHGWKDW³QRWKLQJHYHULVHYHU\WKLQJLVEHFRPLQJ´ 
Reflecting on Becoming: A Systemic Process of Continuous Self-Making   
In the background section of our paper, we explain that in an earlier piece we  developed a 
systemic process framework for reflecting on becoming (insert self-reference), in which 
students can reflect on a set of interrelated elements (savoir, savoir-faire, and savoir-être) 
that, we believe, are the cornerstones, for setting the process of becoming into motion. We 
label our framework systemic (see von Bertalanffy, 1969), because becoming depends on the 
emergent and continuous interrelations between the individual, others (e.g. real-life guests, 
mentors etc.), and the context. Thus, becoming is essentially a systemic process of continuous 
self-making (autopoiesis) (Maturana & Varela, 1979), describing the very foundations of the 
process view within the systems view. :KLWHKHDG¶V(1929) early work served as the 
philosophical basis of the systems view and the process view. Whitehead did not put 
processes ahead of structures; rather, he acknowledged the importance of the entangled web 
of interrelationships of the various structures and thus contradicted the Kantian µ'ing an sich¶ 
(the thing in itself) principle, replacing it with µWKHWKLQJLQUHODWLRQWRDOORWKHUWKLQJV¶.  Yet, 
what is really fundamental to :KLWHKHDG¶Vwork is his argument that the processes which 
make the fabric of reality form an entangled web of interrelationships, and, therefore, it is not 
sufficient to simply examine an individual process, but one must understand it in relation to 
all other processes. Thus, from a process philosophy, reality is un-representable (Chia, 1995, 
p. 579),  yet we cannot escape our attempts to represent it. . As soon as we talk or write about 
something, we are creating representations, but representationalism goes hand in hand with 
substance philosophy and its idea of objectivity.   
However, the idea of being able to research phenomena with a high degree of objectivity and 
low level of subjectivity, achieving if not a fully objective but at least an impartial 
understanding which can then be disseminated in the form of depersonalised knowledge, 
poses a number of problems. Two of these are immediately obvious; the rest require  more 
WKRURXJKFRQVLGHUDWLRQ)LUVWO\VXFKDQDSSURDFK³LJQRUHVWKHKLJKO\SUREOHPDWLFDODQG
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complex nature of the relationship between signs and referents, between the linguistic 
SURGXFWVZHFDOOµPDQDJHPHQWNQRZOHGJH¶DQGWKHDFWVRIOanguaging which produce such 
µRXWSXWV¶´(Chia & Morgan, 1996, p. 54).  Secondly, although some degree of 
depersonalisation can be achieved, it is not necessarily something we should aspire to.  As 
Russell (1948, pp. 18-19) explains: 
³,WLVWUXHWKDWHGXFDWLRQWULHVWRGHSHUVRQDOLVHODQJXDJHDQGZLWKDFHUWDLQ
PHDVXUHRIVXFFHVV«DV\RXULQVWUXFWLRQSURFHHGVWKHZRUOGRIZRUGVEHFRPHV
more and more separated from the world of the senses; you acquire the art of 
using words correctly, as you might acquire the art of playing the fiddle; in the 
end you become such a virtuoso in the manipulation of phrases that you need 
hardly ever remember that words have meanings.  You have then become 
completely a public character, and even your inmost thoughts are suitable for the 
encyclopaedia.  But you can no longer hope to be a poet, and if you try to be a 
lover you will find your depersonalised language not very successful in generating 
the desired emotions.  You have sacrificed expression to communication, and what 
\RXFDQFRPPXQLFDWHWXUQVRXWWREHDEVWUDFWDQGGU\´ 
Hence, the assumption of process philosophy that reality is un-representable implies the need 
for a radically different epistemological stance, which we will now partially discuss in the 
final section of the paper.  
Discussion and Conclusion 
Following process philosophy means abandoning the idea of depersonalisation in research and 
instead seeking ³DOWHUQDWLYHPRGHVRIH[SUHVVLRQWKDWFDQDOORZWKHHSKHPHUDODVSHFWVRI
SURFHVVWREHPRUHDGHTXDWHO\H[SUHVVHG´(Chia, 1995, p. 589).  We realised in our study that 
the biggest problem is not so much the representation of reality, but the confusion of the 
representations with the reality that they are supposed to represent.  We cannot suspend our 
own representations completely and, therefore, are required to continuously develop new 
habits of critical reflexivity (see Cunliffe, 2002) that can help us in delineating our thoughts 
from reality. Whilst our data collection is still ongoing, we already started analysing the first 
interviews, through which we have been obliged to use metaphors and invent new concepts in 
order to be able to describe new thoughts. Simultaneously, we realised that, while analysing 
our data and trying to understand certain aspects of reality, it seems possible to relinquish (or 
at least significantly reduce) the use of representations. This means we must seek to develop 
what Keats (quoted by Chia & Morgan, 1996, p. 55) called negative capability, i.e. the 
³FDSDELOLW\RIEHLQJLQXQFHUWDLQWLHVP\VWHULHVGRXEWVZLWKRXWDQ\LUULWDEOHUHDFKLQJDIWHU
fact and reason.´%H\RQGWKHHQJDJHPHQWZLWKUHDOLW\DQGWKXVGDWDWKHQHJDWLYHFDSDELOLW\
is also important for a further understanding that reality does not play by the textbooks (see 
Velencei, Baracskai, Dörfler, & Stierand, 2016). On occasion, inconsistencies will disappear 
during the research project, but often they can persist for years. We also realised that there are 
multiple ways of experiencing the same phenomenon and multiple interpretations of the same 
experience with different conclusions to draw.  Such situations are crucial but energy-sapping, 
because we must, as Chia and Morgan (1996, p. 55) so aptly formulated, try to ³VWD\µZLWK¶
the experience and  wallow in the open-endedness and indeterminacy of that experience, 
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soaking it up until we are saturated with its presence and enduring personal insights are 
attained.´ 
In conclusion, researchers interested in conducting process research have to learn to accept 
that such research cannot be entirely deliberate and planned.  This makes process research 
particularly difficult for adoption in doctoral studies, where many supervisors are still looking 
for a well-structured plan, the steps of which are then rigorously followed throughout the 
research process. The more unusual the research project, the more likely it is that examiners 
DQGVXSHUYLVRUVFDOORQWKHµHVWDEOLVKHG¶VHWRIH[SHFWDWLRQV7KLVLVQRWRQO\LQDSSURSULDWHIRU
research conducted within the realm of process philosophy, but, in fact, any research project!  
However, it is perhaps easier to argue for an emergent research process with a process mind-
set, making it easier to accept that there is no plan set in stone; rather, at every point, one 
needs to decide about the next step.  This would not only mean altering the direction of the 
research, but also that there is no direction of the research at such decision points; the 
direction emerges naturally as the researcher makes her/his choice.   
Conducting research in such a fashion is, of course, in VKDUSFRQWUDVWZLWK³RXUDFDGHPLF
WHPSHUDPHQWRXUPRWLYDWLRQVDQGWKHRYHUO\GHOLEHUDWHQDWXUHRIRXUPHWKRGRILQTXLU\´
(Chia, Holt, & Yuan, 2013, p. 53) and suggests that the notion of SKURQƝVLV, that was 
understood within the realm of process philosophy, also needs to apply to the research 
conducted within this realm. On par with the concept of strategic indirection (Chia et al., 
2013), we, therefore, need to call for research indirection. Therefore, process researchers 
need to learn how to engage in µJURXQG-FOHDULQJ¶RUµGH-signing¶by combining active 
interrogation with contemplative listening (Chia & Morgan, 1996).  Moreover, accepting the 
above outlined epistemological stance is incompatible with a hasty data collection and rushed 
analysis, so common in academia due to the pressure to publish at an ever-increasing rate.  
Admittedly, the research process will be longer, but the data collection and subsequent 
analysis will be richer. In order to achieve understanding in a study following process 
philosophyUHVHDUFKHUVQHHGWR³HVWUDQJHWKHPVHOYHVIURPWKHLUV\PEROLFXQLYHUVHRI
GLVFRXUVH´(Chia & Morgan, 1996, p. 55) to reach an intellectual quietness that enables them 
to immerse themselves in the phenomena unfolding around them and turn their attention to 
their sensual as well as mental experiences.   
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